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Green revelations in a country of drought, flood
and fire: a case study of Abrahamic faith
communities and sustainability
J.T. LAWSON* AND K.K. MILLER
Environmental Sustainability Research Group, School of Life and Environmental Sciences, Deakin
University, 221 Burwood Highway, Burwood, Victoria 3125, Australia
This paper reports research into the levels of awareness and engagement of Abrahamic
communities regarding environmental sustainability in the State of Victoria, Australia. Seventeen
faith groups were targeted for study at 22 locations throughout Victoria and metropolitan Mel-
bourne; with 15 in-depth interviews completed. The study suggests that personal awareness does
not always translate well into group action, resulting in conflicting positions within denominations
on how to respond to environmental issues. Some denominations have funding and human
resources to support environmental programs. Smaller groups struggle to maintain numbers, are try-
ing to expand, or do not participate because of fundamentally different worldviews.
Keywords: Abrahamic faith groups; Environmental problems; Community
Introduction
This study aimed to reveal the breadth and depth of engagement of Abrahamic communi-
ties with current environmental issues in the State of Victoria, Australia.1 There has been
considerable research undertaken in the United States and Europe focusing on these faith
groups, but little by comparison in Australia. Although Australia is predominantly a Prot-
estant-Roman Catholic nation, it is also multi-cultural.
At present, studies based in Australia have focused on larger Christian communities (i.e.
Anglican, Roman Catholic, Uniting Church and Pentecostal denominations) [1–3].2 There
is, however, a vast wealth of knowledge within the Jewish and Islamic traditions that com-
plement each other and can possibly provide further links into the developing understand-
ing of the relationships between faith and sustainability.
The rationale for focusing on faith groups in Australia is two-fold. First, the consider-
able lack of knowledge of any faith group and their responses to issues of sustainability;
the majority of the knowledge-base resides in a Western (i.e. US and European) Christian
context [2], with some supplementary commentary from and about the Jewish and Islamic
traditions within the Northern Hemisphere [5–9]. Second, Australia is a unique country in
many ways due to its geographical position and cultural heritage:
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 After its worst drought in recorded memory as well as tragic bushfires and floods in
recent years, there are grave concerns for the future of its natural resources and a
heightened awareness of sustainable development.
 Culturally, Australia is known for its significant Aboriginal heritage, the longest liv-
ing culture in the world at over 60,000 years; and yet this is directly juxtaposed
with one of the shortest living societies, that of European settlement, which is scar-
cely 220 years old.
 There are still direct ties with Europe (Australia is a constitutional monarchy), and
yet there is an increasing similarity to the lifestyle of middle-class United States.
 Added to this is the proximity of Asia, most notably Indonesia, which is the most
densely populated Muslim country in the world.
Thus, it is timely to explore the praxis of the Abrahamic traditions within the context of
sustainability, namely:
 Are environmental education programs featured?
 Is there any engagement with other community members on issues concerning the
environment?
 To what extent are links between groups being made and maintained?
Background
There has been considerable dialogue developing over the past 60 years since Leopold first
raised the issue of a ‘land ethic’ in 1949 [11]. It would appear inevitable that the religious
community would become involved in such an investigation as ethics and land manage-
ment. White’s judgement of the Judeo-Christian faith’s effect on nature unfortunately was
not positive [12]. Although he thought that the faith community may have something to
offer, his view was that it was ‘weak in argument, pejorative in its presentation, superficial
in its theology and naïve in the solution it puts forward’ [13, n.p.]. Black found fault with
the way ‘dominion’ and ‘subdue’ were interpreted in Genesis (in particular Chapter 1,
verses 26–28); he emphasised the idea of man as steward or gardener, and considered that
there was a failure to reconcile elements of command with the burden of prophecy [14].
This is in part due to the two distinctive narratives that were intertwined in Genesis;
namely, the ‘Jahwist’ and the ‘Priestly’.3 Black continues, ‘Nowhere in the Jahwist narra-
tive of creation is man given dominion over the animals’ [14, p. 41]. Unfortunately for
Black, it would appear that his more accurate rendering of Genesis was lost in the wake of
White’s view in Science. Partly because of that journal’s prominence and partly because
White’s views appeared at ‘an auspicious cultural moment – the apex of the 1960s cultural
upheavals’, this became one of his most referenced articles [15, p. 11; 16].
The original proposal by White, then, for a saint of ecology (which was finally realised
when Saint Francis of Assisi was given this title by Pope John Paul II 12 years later in
1979) may seem naïve. But it is helpful in offering moral authority which is one key ele-
ment out of five identified by Gardner [17] in regard to the strength of a religious institu-
tion.4 Gardner demonstrates that this element, or asset as he calls it, is one that is ‘easily
overlooked and often underestimated’, citing the scorn of Stalin for the idea of Papal
power [17, p. 15]. Fifty years later, the Polish Pope’s influence on the Solidarity movement
in Poland was ‘an important factor in the eventual unravelling of Communist rule in
Eastern Europe’ [17, p. 16].
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Questions arise, however, as to how to infuse a spiritual sensibility into environmental
management for ‘the religious solutions to environmental concerns are visionary and [. . .]
there is a gap between theory and practice’ [18, p. 159]. This was the concern of Baer
some 40 years ago, who ‘was not interested in academic study but in “action – involve-
ment”’ [19, p. 100]. The Abrahamic scriptures offer numerous suggestions for humanity in
regard to the surrounding environment:
Six years thou shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt prune thy vineyard, and
gather in the fruit thereof; but in the seventh year shall be a sabbath of rest unto the
land, a sabbath for the LORD: thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy vineyard.
That which groweth of its own accord of thy harvest thou shalt not reap, neither gather
the grapes of thy vine undressed: for it is a year of rest unto the land. (Vayyiqra (Leviti-
cus) 25:3–5) [20]
And it is He Who produces gardens, trellised and untrellised, and date-palms, and crops
of different shape and taste (their fruits and their seeds), and olives, and pomegranates,
similar (in kind) and different (in taste). Eat of their fruit when they ripen, but pay the due
thereof on the day of its harvest, and waste not by extravagance. Verily, He likes not Al-
Musrifûn (those who waste by extravagance). (Qur’ân Sûrat Al-An‘âm (The Cattle)
6:141) [21]
Scriptural texts such as those above and others (e.g. those found in the 613 mitzvot, also
known as ‘commandments’) suggest that there has been a long-standing link between
upholding spiritual beliefs and environmental issues, although it must be noted that the
majority of these are agricultural and hence demonstrate a distinctive anthropocentric per-
spective. But times have changed since those rules were written, for we have the capacity
to eat produce out of season, the ability to grow crops without the need for tilling the soil
or leaving it fallow and unfortunately a high propensity to create vast amounts of waste.
Our relationship with the environment has become so distorted that the very products we
cultivate and manufacture threaten our survival [22–26]. Thus it seems that parts of the
Abrahamic sacred texts are difficult to make relevant in a contemporary society, and the
connections between the conduct of society several centuries ago and today’s society are
tentative. Nevertheless, believers are determined to make their scriptures significant in
everyday life and it is time to examine whether those connections are possible and, if so,
how they can continue to last.
While studies about environmental attitudes and behaviours in Australia have been doc-
umented since the mid-1970s, including within Morgan Gallop Polls and recent Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) reports, there is very little research with respect to the religious
community [27, 28]. Kanagy and Willits [29], Blombery [30], and Black [31] initiated the
first discussions on the behaviours of the religious individuals with respect to the environ-
ment, whereas previous studies – since the late 1970s – had concerned attitudes; for exam-
ple, Dunlap and Van Liere [32], Hand and Van Liere [33], Shaiko [34], Eckberg and
Blocker [35], Greeley [36], Guth et al. [37], Woodrum and Hoban [38], and Kanagy and
Nelsen [39].
These studies occurred concurrently with studies on the effects of attitudes and behav-
iours on the environment, which is increasingly complex; where there is consistency in
attitudes, norms, habits and expectancies there will be consistency in behaviours, as
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outlined in expectancy models of behaviour [40–43]. McKnight and Sutton [44] argue,
however, that general attitudes are only loosely related to specific behaviours, while Manf-
redo and Dayer [45] also argue that there are no firm links between pro-environmental atti-
tudes to pro-environmental behaviours. Nevertheless, Fulton et al. [46] suggest that there
exists a value-attitude-behaviour hierarchy, and because religion has influence on values
[17], there is an opportunity to provide a positive approach to environmental issues.
Schultz et al. [47] have continued the study of religious beliefs and environmental atti-
tudes into the next millennium and have remarked on the lack of consistency regarding
measures of environmental concerns. Referring to ‘the most widely used measure of general
environmental concern among researchers of environmental attitudes’, the New Environ-
mental Paradigm (NEP) Scale, devised by Dunlap and Van Liere in 1978 [32], they were
surprised that there was a lack of studies using this scale. Despite a revised version by Dun-
lap and Van Liere in 1992, relabelled the New Ecological Paradigm Scale, which included
three additional items to the original 12 [48], Schultz et al. continue to state that ‘most of
the studies have relied on unvalidated [sic] ad hoc scales or on single-item measures’ [47,
p. 579]. Indeed, this is the case but it would appear that there is a valid reason for this
approach. Lalonde and Jackson acknowledge that the public now has a more sophisticated
understanding about complex environmental issues than that of three decades ago, stating
that the NEP scale is ‘limited with respect to both the anachronistic wording of items and
its inability to capture people’s increasingly thorough understanding of the nature, severity,
and scope of environmental problems’ [49, p. 28]. Among themes they emphasize, is ‘a
growing sensitivity to spiritual perspectives arising within ecology’ [49, p. 35].
We therefore proposed to make a study of the Abrahamic traditions’ awareness and
involvement in environmental issues. This paper focuses on the State of Victoria, Austra-
lia. Victoria, the most densely populated state (with a population of 5.22 million), is home
to virtually all nationalities from around the world (more than 200 nationalities) with
43.5% of residents either being born overseas, or having a parent who was born overseas
[50]. Consequently, this provides a fertile area for research into the influence of cultural
differences on behaviour. Because of Victoria’s relatively small area (it is the second small-
est state of Australia with an area of approximately 227,600 km2), places of worship were
easily accessible from the capital city of Melbourne where all of these nationalities were
represented.
The intention of this research is to provide an understanding of how followers of a
sacred tradition view and/or include various environmental issues in their lives. Asking
simple questions regarding the implementation of particular strategies and investigating
how the group is engaged with the wider community can reveal gaps in the publicised atti-
tude, knowledge and the actual behaviour of the groups with respect to the environment.
In a broader sense, an understanding of faith commitments on a range of environmental
issues may lead to the sustainable development of a community for present and future gen-
erations.
Kearns [51] originally provided a matrix of eco-theological ethics of Christian organisa-
tions in the US with a range of characteristics; this was subsequently adapted by DeLash-
mutt [52] with a focus on Anglicans in the UK. A further adaptation has been provided
here with the inclusion of Jewish, Muslim and other Christian denominations, serving to
demonstrate the various similarities and differences among the faith groups (table 1).
DeLashmutt, however, notes that his adaptation is still based on a pilot study and inevita-
bly will be changed; likewise the categories in the table are not entirely fixed. We discuss
the faith groups’ attention to specific environmental issues in the results section.
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Study design
Using Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) categories, we selected 17 faith communities
in Victoria for inclusion in this study. Fifteen Christian denominations were selected
(table 2); Jewish communities were viewed collectively due to the small population size in
Victoria, as were Islamic communities.
Fifty-three senior representatives (i.e. those holding the title of archbishop, bishop, arch-
priest, moderator, director, superintendent, district leader, general secretary, president or
vice-president) were identified within the Victorian Abrahamic community and all but
seven supplied emails on associated web sites as points of contact. These representatives
were emailed an introductory letter and consent form requesting their participation in a
face-to-face or telephone interview.
Interview questions
Several interview options were available ranging from structured, semi-structured and
unstructured or loosely structured in-depth interviews [59–61]. For this study, a semi-
structured interview process lasting approximately 40 minutes was undertaken because this
allowed the interviewer to acquire more background information that may have been
missed during the literature review as well as gain a deeper insight on some faith-specific
concepts.
The senior representatives were asked 12 questions on topics that could be expanded upon
as they saw fit. A small number of faith-specific questions were also asked, such as the use
of Tu B’shevat (a Jewish holiday) to plant trees, the application of the terms
bal-taschit and tikkun olam as a basis for eco-labelling products endorsed by the Judeo-
Christian community, and the possibility of extending the Islamic term halal to incorporate
‘eco-friendly’ products.5 The original Jewish ritual Tu B’shevat of taxing fruit trees has been
extended in the US to include the planting of trees amongst the Jewish community and it was
not known if this occurs in Australia. By asking these questions, the intention was to reveal
if there were any attempts to adapt faith-based rituals within an environmental context.
Table 2. Christian denominations targeted for study
Christian denominations
 Anglican
 Catholic
 Lutheran
 Uniting Church in Australia
 Baptist
 Churches of Christ
 Presbyterian and Reformed
 Pentecostal
 Australian Christian Church (formerly Assembly of God)
 Wesleyan Methodist
d Orthodox
 Greek
 Serbian
 Russian
d Other Christian
 Chinese
 CRC (formerly Christian Revival Crusade) Churches International
 Quakers
6 J.T. Lawson and K.K. Miller
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Data analysis
Interviews were transcribed and key themes identified using a range of techniques as sug-
gested by Ryan and Bernard [62]. Techniques included key-words-in-contexts (KWIC),
comparing and contrasting, searching for missing information, pawing, and (digital) cutting
and sorting. As a result, themes included ‘personally aware’, ‘organisation lagging behind
personal view’, ‘fundamental difference in worldview’ and ‘modelling behaviour through
working examples’. Statements made in the interviews also introduced new material that
was not asked in the set questions (e.g. the Islamic wudu, ablutions before daily prayers
which are meant to be performed five times a day) or added depth to the questions (e.g.
details about environmentally sustainable buildings were discussed at length in the inter-
views).
Results and discussion
Fifteen interviews were completed during November 2007, January and March 2008.
Comments used here came from not only the major faith groups, consisting of Anglican,
Roman Catholic and Uniting Church representatives, but also from the smaller groups of
Baptist, Church of Christ, Presbyterian, Greek and Russian Orthodox, Jewish and Islamic
representatives. Twelve interviewees were male. In regard to the questions raised in the
introduction, the following results and discussion will focus on faith group responses to
environmental issues and community engagement.
Environmental issues
The interviews revealed that there were significant challenges in bringing environmental
matters to the congregation. Although the faith community was very responsive to matters
raised by the clergy, issues such as the effect of logging old growth forests, the implica-
tions of climate change, and the benefits of wind power were largely met with denial.
Within the Muslim community, a fatwa (ruling) was issued by the imams in Melbourne
who recognised the water crisis confronting the city at the time interviews were conducted.
The devotees were given permission to wash just once (the usual procedure is three times)
and the imams will bear the burden of the sin because they have authorised the ‘transgres-
sion’ to their usual practice. By making this ruling, the imams have respected the current
concern for water conservation and similarly upheld their faith’s practice.
There is, however, another form of wudu when water is unavailable, as highlighted by
one of the interviewees (outer northern metropolitan Muslim male, interview 8 January
2008). In this case tayammum (dry ablution) is performed, using ‘pure soil’ (e.g. sand)
(Qur’ân Sûrat Al-Ma’ida (The Table) 5:6) and there are six specific conditions which
dictate when it is appropriate to perform tayammum. It is not surprising that a faith which
originates in the desert should be concerned with the scarcity of water. It would probably
be difficult, however, to convince followers in a city to use clean sand as part of their
cleansing ritual during a drought (as was the case in Victoria for several years) because
water is readily accessible in the city of Melbourne.
While the aforementioned fatwa is an example of responsive prayer leaders, in other
instances, they may have a congregation that is not as receptive to such messages. For
example, it is difficult for a Roman Catholic priest to preach to a congregation that
consists of loggers about the virtues of old growth forests, especially when ‘the parish is
Green revelations in a country of drought, flood and fire 7
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partly dependent on financial contributions from the community’ (rural Roman Catholic
male, interview 27 November 2007). As another interviewee mentioned, the logger mem-
bers of congregation may perceive the environmental issue differently compared to others
in the congregation as well as to the wider community. This was the case in rural northern
Victoria, where severe drought had affected the area for some 10 years and was the worst
in recorded history. To talk to them of climate change seemed difficult as the prevalent
attitude was that it was ‘just a drought and [that] it would break’ (rural Roman Catholic
female, interview 12 December 2007).
In another example, the idea of implementing energy efficient designs into established
or new structures was controversial. One interviewee was ‘distressed’ over the amount of
money required to construct two new church buildings, which would incorporate ‘self-
sustainable heating and cooling’ features (metropolitan Anglican male, interview 28
November 2007). Another interviewee, however, was considerably more positive about the
future prospect of a degraded campsite that was going to be sold because of the value of
the land. After much debate amongst the congregation the site is now becoming part of ‘a
vision for. . . a centre for spirituality and the environment’ where not only will there be
‘micro generation of power’ but also:
... recycling black [water and], grey [water]. . . and have it as a place that people can
come to and maybe pick up on what can we do in the way that we live, in our homes
and the way we live in our town, or the way we live in our city that can actually have
positive environmental impact. (Rural Anglican male, interview 27 November 2007)
The other issue was of priority. Religious organisations are essentially social associa-
tions and thus the emphasis is on social issues. Although the environment is not of utmost
importance to most faith groups, those in poverty typically feature highly in social pro-
grams organised by faith groups. Therefore, many interview participants spoke of ways to
confront both environmental and social concerns. An example of this was in the Uniting
Church of Australia, which created the role of an environmental project officer within the
Social Justice Unit to address numerous congregations throughout the state, providing
information and strategies on how the congregations can lessen its environmental impact
and also serve others.
Community engagement
The study found that there is an intention amongst faith groups to be a part of the
environmental movement but it is a conditional relationship, one that is defined by sensi-
tivities towards language, culture, timing and perceptions [63]. As one interviewee stated:
The only problem that I’ve noticed with something like the [name of activist non-gov-
ernment organisation (NGO) withdrawn] is that they tend to have meetings in pubs and
[. . .] I don’t think it’s intentional [. . .] but how do you expect Muslims to participate if
you’re always in [that] environment? (Metropolitan Muslim female, interview 14
December 2007)
Australia is often promoted as an egalitarian society but there are many instances where
this is forgotten, consequently disrupting long established and important modes of
8 J.T. Lawson and K.K. Miller
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behaviour. It is necessary to face with respect the differences in cultural standards and this
is a process of education over time [64].
Although environmental NGOs (such as PlanetArk, Friends of the Earth (FoE), Green-
peace, World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF)
or Greening Australia) were identified as being worthy to support, there was difficulty in
identifying amongst the faith groups how these NGOs were supported. This was due to
the assumption that individual members of the congregation may be supporting these
NGOs (financially or with voluntary labour) but the faith organisation itself was not. Nev-
ertheless, this is not surprising as the comments below highlight why there is a disparity
between faith-based and environmental groups.
This disparity results from different opinions on how to respond to nature’s indiscrimi-
nate characteristics, such as cyclones, earthquakes, floods and bushfires. When dealing
with major environmental issues, barriers may be inadvertently created by language [65].
Ideas need to be communicated on how to tackle these issues but the environmental com-
munity undermines its efforts by choosing to focus on negative aspects. Consider, for
example, the promotional material for Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, which shows
an image of fumes from an industrial chimney spiralling into a satellite view of a cyclone.
Understandably, the intention is to highlight solutions and put them in context which
means that negative issues are raised. It would appear, however, that only the negative part
of the message is heard as environmentalists are seen as being ‘apocalyptic’:
I think Christians [. . .] live with the conundrum between not fully identifying with the
apocalyptic nature of some of the rhetoric that relates to the environmental movement,
because we actually don’t think like this, just about being here and now, we actually do
think that there is. . . that life’s got more. . . you know, there is a future life that is to
come, that this isn’t. . . it’s not all about today (Metropolitan Anglican male, interview
28 November 2007).
[The environmentalists’] general worldview extends to a very radical social policy,
which is very anti-spiritual [. . .] because it has this great equalising view of all parts of
Creation, it comes to some things which negates [sic] fundamental spiritual values and
traditions [. . .] it incorporates the philosophies which in many ways is deeply false,
deeply false, and [. . .] apocalyptic, and as traditional Jews we know that God is running
the show here. (Metropolitan Orthodox Jewish male, interview 19 March 2008)
In regard to timing, the following comment demonstrates the difficulty in obtaining an
effective engagement program in any environmental community services:
Usually such activities are on Sundays during worship times. Hence such programs
make it clear they do not want our participation. (Metropolitan Church of Christ male,
interview 11 December 2007)
For some groups, the clash in timetable is too difficult to surmount and does inadver-
tently undermine a long-standing tradition. There are, however, other opportunities avail-
able and one in particular is Tu B’Shevat, a Jewish observance also known as the ‘New
Year for Trees’. This occurs on the 15th day of the month of Shevat and consequently is
not on a fixed day of the week (occurring in the last weeks of January or early week of
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February). Celebrated with a feast of fruits and nuts from seven species of trees, it is also
a time when trees are planted and certainly has become a significant tree planting exercise
in Israel and the US. In Australia, however, orthodox communities may not take part in
tree planting as opposed to more progressive Jewish communities but all would contribute
to the Jewish National Fund, which is a significant reforestation program for Israel:
The answer to [incorporating Tu B’shevat with tree planting in Australia] is no, in the
traditional community you might find some, it’s more of a modern Israeli sort of thing
to do but is not a traditional activity because that in a way is a distraction from the real
content of the festival. But I will say, [. . .] one of the major charitable organisations
which support Israel [. . .], is called the Jewish National Fund. One of its major activi-
ties is the planting of forests and trees so. . . We’ve done it [sponsoring tree planting in
Israel]. Everybody’s done this. There’s no doubt about it. It’s a constructive activity
without philosophical, you know without any philosophical narratives that we’re
enhancing the land. (Metropolitan Orthodox Jewish male, interview 19 March 2008)
In sum, there was a wide range of views on community engagement regarding who,
where, when and how this process of engagement will or should occur. It will be challeng-
ing to attempt to get every representative ‘on board’ a particular issue (whether in favour
or not). Nevertheless, there was a willingness to engage with other faiths and members of
the public on an environmental project, but in some cases it depended on the type of pro-
ject. The projects listed as options included direct actions, open forums, issuing statements
of support and local events, such as tree planting but in one interview, the interviewee
added another, more spiritual project to the condition of engagement:
I would be willing to engage but with the intention of purging the idolatrous elements.
(Metropolitan Orthodox Jewish male, interview 19 March 2008)
The above attitude was also supported by members of the Christian community:
We accept a biblical sense of responsibility as stewards of God’s world. We are not
impressed by extremist views, or views expressed from a humanistic or nature-worship
perspective. (Metropolitan Baptist male, interview 28 December 2007)
[We would] not exactly talk about the ecology and the protection of resources and so
on but in a theological understanding such as God’s gift to man and we are custodians
of the land [. . .] have responsibility to God to preserve it. It’s a totally different
approach to the more secular ones used by the others. (Metropolitan Russian Orthodox
male, interview 7 January 2008)
These comments and many others demonstrate that there is a need to facilitate a
comprehensive engagement process from within the faith community as well as from
agencies outside of these communities. Agencies such as Greening Australia, Landcare
and Clean Up Australia are well placed to dispel some of the ‘nature-worship’ concerns
and show that real, practical outcomes can be achieved. Indeed, the latter two organisa-
tions have already been actively involved with faith communities (such as the Anglican,
Baptist, Roman Catholic, Church of Christ, Uniting Church of Australia and Wesleyan
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Methodist) throughout outer metropolitan areas and regional centres. In addition, the
Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) recently identified the religious com-
munity as one of the key drivers in effective land management [66]. Consequently, faith
groups may receive support from a prominent government agency involved in numerous
environmental issues. At present, interview responses showed that they had not been
approached by a government agency such as DSE (despite some assistance through local
councils and regional catchment management authorities) or by an environmental NGO.
There are gaps between government and religion in Australian society.
Whether these gaps could be filled by an NGO modelled on the operations like the Alli-
ance of Religions and Conservation in the UK or the Interfaith Power and Light in the US
(these were used as examples in explaining the idea during interviews), the view was that
filling them would be difficult.6 Because most of the interviewees had not heard of these
organisations, there was some vagueness about them. Interviewees referred to their denom-
inations’ environmental working groups and committees and felt that these were adequate.
Informing the interviewees of the existence of the faith project officer role in The Climate
Institute and the publication Common Belief [69] was met with comments suggesting they
did not know of this organisation but were interested in finding out more about it.
Despite the apparent differences in outlook and approaches to the problems, there was
nevertheless a deeper, common understanding of humanity’s place amongst nature:
We’re all accountable, we’re all connected to, and we’re all part of and we’re saved or
lost, so to speak, together, not me on my own and that’s a very important distinction
and that’s why we see ourselves as part of the environment that’s how we would see
it. . . we are just one extension of Creation or the environment and so we’re doing a dis-
service to ourselves if we don’t consider the importance. (Metropolitan Greek Orthodox
male, interview 3 December 2007)
Conclusion
In conclusion, there was enough evidence to suggest that there was a restricted approach
among faith groups to enacting environmental policies. While there was a degree of recep-
tiveness to being involved with NGOs and other faiths, the process of engagement is still
in the early stages of development, certainly in Victoria. In Australia, there is an indication
that networks are being established (e.g. amongst the Anglican, Roman Catholic and Unit-
ing Church communities) but not to the extent that has been demonstrated in Europe the
Americas, Asia and Africa [70–74].
Nonetheless, there was a personal awareness of environmental issues; at the same time this
did not translate well into action. Programs were generally enacted in an ad hoc manner.
Admittedly the Anglican, Roman Catholic and Uniting Church were leading the Abrahamic
community, with comprehensive education programs in schools and parishes, and dedicated
staff dealing with various environmental matters. Despite their own internal challenges, these
denominations have a relatively effective combination of funding and human resources to be
able to achieve these tasks. The other smaller groups, however, are simply struggling to
maintain numbers of adherents, ‘minding their own business’ or trying to expand their con-
gregation. Another sub-set of the smaller groups had difficulty in understanding the philo-
sophical position of the environmental movement and consequently chose not to partake for
fear of being associated with activities not in alignment with their belief system.
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The Kearns-DeLashmutt matrix is useful in establishing some of the positions of the
various faith groups; but in the future, with the expansion of the knowledge-base, there
could be development to an extent that many denominations will be present in an increas-
ing number of categories. For example, there are some Anglicans who adhere to the tradi-
tion laid out by St Francis of Assisi, which some may regard as similar to deep ecology.
At present, the majority is positioned along stewardship/creation care principles, which
have environmental benefits but nonetheless have an anthropocentric perspective. It
remains to be seen whether the various faiths will further shift to deep ecological princi-
ples, thereby becoming more biocentric.
Yet ‘bean by bean the sack gets filled’; this Greek phrase helps us realise that whatever
we do to solve environmental problems contributes to supporting a sustainable lifestyle.7
The environment and the plethora of issues associated with it is indeed a large sack. How
large the sack is and how small the beans are to fill it may be too disheartening for us to
take to the task. Focusing on the good that has already been achieved as well as continu-
ally engaging with the many communities that are Australian society may make that task
of filling the sack easier.
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Notes
1. Abrahamic is the collective term for the Jewish, Christian and Islamic faiths because all faiths recognise the
prophet Abraham as the father of their tradition. Faith groups were identified using the criteria of the Austra-
lian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) [4].
2. The Uniting Church of Australia (UCA) was formed in 1977 with the amalgamation of the Methodist Church
of Australasia, Presbyterian Church of Australia, and Congregational Union of Australia, becoming the third
largest Christian denomination in Australia. It currently has 1,135,420 adherents as determined by the ABS
[10].
3. Black states that Jahwist is derived from the ‘Jahweh’, the name of God, and the text ‘was probably written
down in the ninth or tenth century BC, codifying an ancient tradition of beliefs’. The other version, ‘Priestly,
also reflects a long, but different tradition. It was not written down until the sixth or fifth century BC, after the
Hebrew people had returned from exile in Babylon, and the life of the people was being reorganized under
strong religious leadership’ [14, p.31].
4. The other four are shaping worldviews, having multitudes of adherents, often possessing strong financial and
institutional assets and being strong generators of social capital [17].
5. Bal-taschit (derived from Devarim (Deuteronomy) 20:19–20), means ‘to not destroy’ and tikkun olam is taken
from Y’shayahu (Isaiah) 59:15–20, referring to the redemption of Israel and has been transformed into a ‘pro-
cess of direct intervention by humans to restore natural function to human-disturbed ecosystems’ [53]. Halal
means ‘permissible’; anything that is in accordance with the shari’a (Islamic law).
6. The Alliance of Religions and Conservation is an interfaith organisation that assists ‘eleven major religions of
the world to develop their own environmental programmes, based on their own core teachings, beliefs and
practices’ [67]. The Interfaith Power and Light campaign is part of the nationally focussed Regeneration Pro-
ject in the US, consisting of more than 4000 congregations. Its goal is to mobilise ‘a religious response to glo-
bal warming in congregations through the promotion of renewable energy, energy efficiency, and conservation’
[68].
7. In Greek, ‘Uarot9ki so uarot9ki celi9fei so rajot9ki.’ As quoted by the metropolitan Greek
Orthodox interviewee, interview 3 December 2007. The interviewee wholeheartedly supported the views
espoused by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople [75], but freely admitted that the Greek
Orthodox Church was limited in its capacity to engage on environmental programs as the focus was currently
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on maintaining the congregation and building on the services providing for it for the past 50 years. Engage-
ment has also been thwarted by internal schisms [76].
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